Autism and MMR Vaccination or Thimerosal Exposure: An Urban Legend?
EDITORIAL belief stubbornly persists. A question is why? Perhaps the answer lies in the nature of an autistic spectrum disorder and our present lack of understanding of its precise biological basis.
Originally described by Kanner in the 1940's, autistic spectrum disorders are a heterogeneous group of neurodevelopmental disabilities that share an early age of onset and qualitative, as well as quantitative, impairments in language development and reciprocal social interactions. 29 Often the disorder is heralded by the loss of previously acquired skills and frequently the affected children are emotionally unaware or inappropriate, prone to repetitive and at times self-injurious behaviours (stereotypies) and an obsessive desire for sameness or routine. 30 Rarely does a detailed medical evaluation reveal a cause for the child's autism which is a source of tremendous frustration for both families and physicians. 31 Adding to the parent's frustration is the frequent lack of any reciprocal love they receive from their child despite their own parental devotion and pre-occupation with the child's disability. In addition, many parents have incorporated guilt for their child's condition that can be traced to the early misconception (also stubbornly persistent) that related this perplexing neurobehavioral syndrome to parental child rearing practices. 32 For frustrated often guilt ridden parents, vaccines given coincidentally at a time that is related to their recall of the onset of symptoms in their child, offers a plausible causal attribution. Though a modern technological innovation that collectively represents the single greatest advance in 20th Century pediatric practice, vaccines have been viewed with suspicion for years by a scientifically naïve subset of the general population. 33 Indeed, much of the MMR-thimerosal and autism story resembles that previously encountered in the putative link between cellular pertussis vaccine and infantile spasms/childhood encephalopathy. 34 This link was also found to be patently untrue.
Urban legends are usually harmless and indeed amusing to both storyteller and listener. However, a sad outcome of the autism and vaccination urban legend is the consequence of declining vaccination rate as the scourge of vaccine preventable infectious diseases have faded from the collective memory of the general population. 35 The result of this have been welldocumented outbreaks of vaccine preventable diseases, resulting unfortunately in some deaths. 35 Beliefs in the "mercury poisoning" hypothesis in autism has led to the uncontrolled use of chelation therapies that are not indicated, of unproven efficacy, and potentially dangerous as illustrated by the recent death of a young boy. 36 Furthermore, another sad outcome is the diversion of scarce expertise and research dollars to refuting a legend based on fallacy and innuendo. Parents of autistic children deserve answers to the question; "Why their child?" The answers to such a question lies not in chasing phantoms and legends, but rather pursuing early promising leads offered by recent advances in molecular genetics 37 and neuro-imaging. 38 
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